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Chapter One: Discovering Blocks
When Emma Thompson was working on the set of the film Sense & Sensibility she kept a diary about the stresses of being the producer, screenwriter, and Elinor
Dashwood. In that diary, after a particularly trying day, and not feeling up to the task of shooting a pivotal, emotional scene she wrote in her dairy that she had, "No time, no concentration, no light and all sorts of emotional difficulty." This is how I feel about my process of acting: there never seems to be enough time, concentration, or light, and there is always emotional difficulties. These can be called blocks, or resistance, to doing the work of creating the character, and I think they are representative of what I have personally discovered that keeps me back from the freedom of creating a character.
Blocks can be framed in a negative light, or they can be seen as something to be curious about. I personally think that my blocks tell a lot about me because they contain within them a problem, and a solution. They hold within them resistance and freedom. Here are a few that I want to highlight in regards to my process of building a character:
No time: I never feel as if I have enough time to work on creating a character. I don't give myself the time to make specific choices, and then when I am in rehearsal I don't have the time on stage (or film) to think through the thoughts, and play specific tactics all the way to their end. A big thing I realized in these three years is that my process needs time, whether that is literally taking time to work, or taking time during rehearsal to discover how to bridge from one moment to the next. When I allow myself to take time my process becomes specific, non-presentational, and dropped in.
No concentration: Sometimes the chatter in my mind makes it difficult for me to concentrate on the moment to moment. This is often expressed in my acting through unfinished impulses that I generate quickly and on the spot. On the one hand, having a wealthy of impulses and instincts is a great strength, but on the other hand, if there is no concentration they become cluttered and unspecific, causing me to get agitated and confused. This is why a big part of my process involves a focus on meditation and breath.
When I connect to the breath, and reconnect with the why of what I am doing, then I can concentrate and make great character choices that are based off of the other person, and the motivations of my character. The meditation helps me to discipline my mind to being present in the moment, and focused on the task at hand. Both of these tools help me clarify my work moving forward. I will parse it out this way: I will start with the general things I do for every character, and then I will specify the techniques I utilize for particular characters. I do this because I believe that "the key to storytelling is that from the outset the actor must understand that her task is to bring dramatic works to life. Accepting who she is and where she is in her evolution as a human being, she amasses a set of tools. She then uses these tools in service to the range of texts that she seeks to interpret. What is necessary is to understand the job at hand. The actor has to know the specific demands of the story being told and how she can invest herself in the process." (Storytelling, Mark Rafael)
The first thing I do when I approach a character is to get a clear picture of who they are, and what kind of world they live in. The way I begin this process is reading the play a number of times in order to clarify references that the playwright is utilizing to This clarified my actions, and helped me start finding tactics that I could utilize. This time my preparation helped me to make the tactics even more specific through attaching adjectives to them. I found this to be a useful, and effective tool in communicating with the director, my fellow actors, it helped me make choices that I could fully commit to, and it clarified for me who she was, and therefore how I could identify with her. This realization cemented this process as a tool in my actor toolbox, which I can apply to any project that might need it. I kept a journal for my discoveries, for entries at the ends of rehearsals and performances, for my character analysis, and for any inspiration or images I would find that would speak to the character, plus the notes I received from the director. will only be playing at the character because they will always stay one dimensional to me. Fear helps me understand their vulnerability, and thereby I can relate to them. It also helps me to understand how that fear might motivate the actions they take in the story.
This allows me to enter into the psychology of the character, and live truthfully under their circumstances.
Once I am able to identify with them through what they fear, then I want to better understand what they hope for as well. Hope can actually be quite a fearful thing, because it sets you up to be vulnerable, to be rejected, to care too much, and to have your heart hurt. All the characters I create guard themselves from pain, but they also have moments when they put their hearts out there in order to go after the thing they have dreamed about. Sometimes it ends well for them and I get to experience their euphoria at obtaining their dreams. But, sometimes it ends in destruction, and I get to experience the heartbreak at losing their dreams. Both extremes are relatable to me, so part of my process is to find those connections because I find that I resonate most with characters who are selfdestructive, who feel too much, and who are misunderstood or misread by society. Discovering these physical differences both physically and vocally made this character a lot of fun to play with, and informed a lot about her psychological world.
However, sometimes the physicality comes from a simple bodily adjustment, or from the essence of something else like an element or a mammal. I found this to be true when doing James and the Giant Peach in Paul Kalina's storytelling class. There were only three of us who were telling this story, and therefore we had to play a lot of characters. When working on creating the characters I played I didn't worry as much about the psychology, but instead used the given circumstances about the character to guide me. Aunt Sponge had a belly, and was very cockney and mean; whereas Miss Spider lived in the vertical with the exception of the bum, which stuck out to depict her abdomen. I also used a French accent to signify where she was from, and also that she was a more flirtatious and sweet character. This was the extent of the analysis I put into these characters because the process of telling this story was different, and so was the style.
After physicality sometimes I need more fodder for the imagination, and the world of the character. So, I begin looking for images that inspire me, or listen to music that helps me get into character. Sometimes I create a journal, or a Pinterest board, or a playlist on Spotify. Sometimes I will identify specific scents that helps me into the mindset of the character, or textures that remind me of a sense memory. Sometimes I associate my character with an animal, or a inanimate object, or an element, or a season;
and then utilize Grotowski's "As If" to find the locomotion of that essence, what is it's sound, and what is its motivation for living. Depending on the demands of the character, I may also spend time getting the words deep in my body, so that I can play around during rehearsal, by exploring extremities of expression (both physically and vocally) for each word spoken. I find this sort of work fleshes out the character even more because it helps me to have a visceral response to the words that are accomplishing their action. part of my process of crafting a character. This is also around the time when we are beginning to use props, to think about costumes, and to explore the space. I find taking my time during these rehearsals to add these elements to the world of the play, or film, to be exhilarating. I think this is because it finally fills out the imaginary part of the play, and brings to life things that up until that point we had only been miming, or being mindful of. Now this part of the process only occurs when it is a production that has the budget for it, otherwise I keep utilizing my imagination to fill out the blanks.
When performances begin that means that my process now includes the audience.
It's a difficult part of the process for me because I don't want to be focused on pleasing them, but I also want to collaborate and share with them, so it can be very difficult or easy depending on the style of the play. If the play has a strict fourth wall, then all I get from the audience is energy, sound, and an occasional catch of my eye of someone I He goes on to say that, "Characters in plays are sick people: and it is for this reason we love theatre. Actors search the depths of the soul and the infinity of the metaphysical. Their personalities, a picture of health and sanity, go looking in their persons for sick people and demons" (36-37). This is why acting can be a place of freedom for me because it is cathartic. My psychologist, Dr. Janet Shepherd, uses Internal Family Systems therapy with me, which has allowed me to embrace and recognize that I am made up of many parts. There is a warrior part of me, there is a numbing part of me.
There is a little girl part of me, and there is a know-it-all part of me. And all of my parts deserve to be accepted, heard, and loved. I think this is a great way to think about taking on a character that may require me to use my sicker, darker parts of myself.
By allowing myself to be "sick" for a time, I get to explore what it would be like
(on stage or screen) to live in a world, a body, or a mentality that is not mine; and to do it as truthfully as I can. In The Art of Theatre, Sarah Bernhardt says that, "little by little, I what acting should be not only from the brief moments when I have experienced it, but from being able to watch some of the greats do it for me. It is a setting aside of parts of yourself, in service of the part that will be telling the story for the audience, and therefore inviting that audience to suffer, cry, laugh, love and being in the moment with you as all of you go on the journey. This is a gift to the world, because it helps humanity with 
